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THE  GOODNESS  OF  GOD 

"I  believe  that  I  shall  see  the  goodness  of 
the  Lord  in  the  land  of  the  living  I " 

Psalms  27:13 

Leonard  Bernstein  has  made  a  notable  contribution 
to  religious  music  with  his  Chichester  Psalms.   I  had 
the  pleasure  of  hearing  this  work  performed  by  the 
Philadelphia  Orchestra  and  the  University  of  Michigan 
Choral  Union  just  two  years  ago.  The  second  movement 
of  the  work  opens  with  a  boy  alto  singing,  in  Hebrew, 
the  twenty-third  psalm:   "The  Lord  is  my  shepherd,  I 
shall  not  want."  His  simple  affirmation  is  clearly  and 
innocentlv  offered  and  is  soon  picked  up  by  the  voices 
of  a  boys'  choir. 

Presently  this  mood  of  tranquil  affirmation  is 
broken  by  a  boisterous  rendering  of  the  second  Psalm  by 
a  male  chorus.   Singing  loudly  and  in  a  minor  key  they 
ask  "Why  do  the  heathen  rage  and  the  people  imagine  a 
vain  thing?  The  kings  of  the  earth  set  themselves  and 
the  rulers  take  counsel  together,  against  the  Lord,  and 
against  his  Anointed,"  (Psalm  2:1,2)  The  struggle  be- 
tween doubt  and  faith  goes  on  antiphonally,  the  lad  pit- 
ted against  the  strident  voices  of  the  male  chorus.  At 
the  end  the  fury  of  the  chorus  subsides.  The  boy's 
voice  prevails,  "and  I  shall  dwell  in  the  house  of  the 
Lord  forever . " 

Some,  not  many,  would  identify  with  the  boy  at  the 
beginning.   I  refer  here  to  those  souls  who  are  posses- 
sed of  a  simple  faith  unraked  by  doubts  or  questions. 
Little  children,  perhaps,  screened  from  jarring  head- 
lines, living  in  a  make-believe  world  of  nursery  rhymes 
and  games.  The  very  wealthy  perhaps,  whose  means  pro- 
vide some  insulation  from  the  way  things  really  are.  Or 
those  ever-present  theorists  who  manage  in  every  genera- 
tion to  live  above  "the  flood  of  mortal  ills  prevailing" 
weighing,  analyzing,  trending,  measuring.   It  has  been 
well  stated  that  life  is  a  comedy  to  those  who  think, 
but  a  tragedy  to  those  who  feel. 
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Others  would  identify  with  the  angry  voices  of 
the  male  chorus.  Is  not  this  the  realistic  thing  to  do, 
to  interrogate  life?  Does  it  not  belong  to  honesty  to 
shake  one's  fist  at  heaven  and  ask  "Why?  Why?  Why  do 
the  nations  rage  and  the  people  imagine  a  vain  thing?" 
Seventy-nine  miners  trapped  in  the  gaseous  tunnels  of 
the  mines  of  West  Virginia  I  -  Why?  Young  boys  dealing 
death  to  one  another  in  the  rice  paddies  of  Vietnam I  - 
Why?  An  Assassin's  bullet  felling  a  president,  a  sena- 
tor, and  a  civil  rights  leader  within  the  span  of  a  few 
years  I   -  Why?  Why?  Why?  A  German  pastor  received  a 
letter  from  his  son  during  the  ill-fated  battle  of 
Stalingrad  in  World  War  II.  Writing  from  the  front, 
the  boy  was  to  die  before  the  letter  reached  homec.  It 
said  in  part: 

"...In  Stalingrad,  to  put  the  question  of  God's 
existence  means  to  deny  it.  I  must  tell  you  this, 
Father,  and  I  feel  doubly  sorry  for  it.  You  have 
raised  me,  because  I  had  no  mother,  and  always 
kept  God  before  rny  eyes  and  soul. 

"And  I  regret  my  words  doubly,  because  they  will 
be  my  last,  and  I  won't  be  able  to  speak  any 
other  words  afterwards  which  might  reconcile  you 
and  make  up  for  these,, 

"You  are  a  pastor,  Father,  and  in  one's  last  let- 
ter one  says  only  what  is  true  or  what  one  be- 
lieves might  be  true,  I  have  searched  for  God  in 
every  crater,  in  every  destroyed  house,  on  every 
corner,  in  every  friend,  in  my  fox  hole,  and  in 
the  sky*  God  did  not  show  Himself,  even  though  my 
heart  cried  for  Him0  The  houses  were  destroyed, 
the  men  as  brave  or  as  cowardly  as  myself,  on 
earth  there  was  hunger  and  murder,  from  the  sky 
came  bombs  and  fire,  only  God  was  not  there »  No, 
Father,  there  is  no  God*  Again  I  write  it  and 
know  that  this  is  terrible  and  that  I  cannot  make 
up  for  it  ever.  And  if  there  should  be  a  God,  He 
is  only  with  you  in  the  hymnals  and  the  prayers, 
in  the  pious  sayings  of  the  priests  and  pastors, 
in  the  ringing  of  the  bells  and  the  fragrance  of 
incense,  but  not  in  Stalingrad."  ■*■ 


Others  find  their  view  of  life  expressed  in  the 
antiphonal  portion  of  the  Chichester  Psalms.  We  don't 
really  know  whether  there  is  a  goodness  that  can  pre- 
vail.  Belief  and  unbelief  must  be  rated  a  toss-up. 
There  must  be  goodness  abroad  else  we  would  not  know 
evil  for  evil.  But  is  this  goodness  an  all  conquering 
goodness?  If  not,  do  we  resign  ourselves  to  a  dualism, 
the  light  and  the  darkness  having  at  it  perpetually, 
locked  in  combat,  the  outcome  of  which  we  cannot  deter- 
mine or  imagine? 

But  this  is  really  no  way  to  live.  This  is  why  the 
writer  of  the  twenty- seventh  Psalm  said,  "I  have  faint- 
ed unless  I  had  believed  to  see  the  goodness  of  the 
Lord  in  the  land  of  the  living."  The  phrase  "  I  had 
fainted"  is  not  in  the  Hebrew  text.  We  have  to  supply 
something,  however,  for  the  verse  cries  out  for  it.  The 
text  reads  as  follows:   "If  I  did  not  believe  that  I 
would  see  the  goodness  of  the  Lord  in  the  land  of  the 
living..."  End  it  how  you  will.   "Where  would  I  be?" 
"What  would  become  of  us?"  "I  could  not  make  it  through" 
We  could  busy  ourselves  with  trivia.  We  could  major  in 
immediate  goals,  indulge  in  short-range  hedonism.  One 
thinks  of  the  burly  linebacker  from  the  Southwestern 
Conference  who  had  just  played  his  last  game.   In  an 
interview  with  a  sports  writer  he  was  asked.  "What  are 
your  future  plans?"  Without  the  trace  of  a  blush  he 
said:  "I  plan  to  get  my  car  washed  this  afternoon  and 
take  my  girl  to  a  drive-in  tonight."  This  is  one  way 
of  working  around  the  inability  to  face  up  to  the  large 
and  ultimate  questions.  But  what  does  it  all  matter 
unless  we  can  see  the  goodness  of  the  Lord  in  the  land 
of  the  living,  for  only  the  goodness  of  the  Lord  can  be 
triumphant  goodness. 

And  so,  for  many  of  us  -  perhaps  most  of  us  here 
this  morning,  the  boy  alto  at  the  end  of  the  work  sings 
our  position.   Not  at  the  beginning  where  his  faith  is 
innocent  and  untested;  but  at  the  end  after  his  belief 
has  entered  into  soul  deep  dialogue  with  the  forces  of 
the  night  -  and  is  still  able  to  affirm  the  goodness 
of  God. 
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We  believe  that  we  shall  see  the  goodness  of  the 
Lord  in  the  land  of  the  living  for  we  have  seen  it 
once  in  an  unforgettable  way  in  Jesus  Christ.  There 
is  a  lot  of  theology  on  those  hippie  buttons  that  peo- 
ple wear  these  days.  The  one  that  always  gets  my  mind 
to  turning  is  the  one  that  says  "God  is  not  dead  -  he 
just  doesn't  want  to  get  involved."  But  a  God  who 
would  not  wish  to  become  involved  would  not  be  worthy 
of  your  love  or  worship.  Nicolas  Berdyaev  is  honest 
when  he  says,  "I  cannot  admit  the  conception  of  an  al- 
mighty, omniscient,  punitive  deity  beholding  this 
stricken  world  of  ours.  I  can  consent  to  and  under- 
stand only  the  image  of  a  loving,  suffering,  crucified 
God.  I  can,  that  is  to  say,  only  accept  God  through 
his  son.  Indeed  it  is  impossible  to  respond  to  God  un- 
less he  takes  upon  himself  and  bears  the  sufferings 
and  afflictions  of  mankind,  unless  he  is  at  once  the 
high  priest  and  the  victim."     Against  man's  inhu- 
manity to  man,  against  the  holocausts  of  nature,  a- 
gainst  the  diabolical  schemes  of  demonic  men  and  sys- 
tems we  set  the  one  fact  of  Jesus  Christ.   It  is  here 
that  we  see  the  goodness  of  the  Lord  in  the  land  of 
the  living. 

And  this  is  a  triumphant  goodness.  It  was  more 
than  goodness  on  displays  it  was  goodness  victorious. 
Death  is  what  the  world  does  with  goodness,  but  resur- 
rection is  what  God  does  with  death.  If  the  psalmist 
could  say  -  living  as  he  did  in  the  shadowy  days  be- 
fore Christ  that  he  believed  to  see  the  goodness  of 
the  Lord  in  the  land  of  the  livingj  how  much  more  can 
we  say  it  living  on  this  side  of  Advent  1  We  can  be 
pro-Christ  or  anti-Christ,  but  we  cannot  be  pre-Christ 
-  any  of  us.  For  the  coming  of  Jesus  Christ  has 
colored  the  God  question  for  us  all.  It  is  on  the 
strength  of  the  Advent  and  all  that  followed  it  that 
the  Heidelberg  Catechism  of  the  Reformed  Church  dares 
to  make  this  astounding  answer  to  the  question  "What 
do  you  understand  by  the  providence  of  God?"  "The  al- 
mighty and  ever  present  power  of  God  whereby  he  still 
upholds,  as  it  were  by  his  own  hand,  heaven  and  earth 
together  with  all  creatures,  and  rules  in  such  a  way 
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that  leaves  and  grass,  rain  and  drought,  fruitful  and 
unfruitful  years,  food  and  drink,  health  and  sickness, 
riches  and  poverty,  and  everything else  comes  to  us  not 
by  chance  but  by  his  fatherly  hand,,"  3   God  cannot 
love  and  desert.   "I  had  fainted  unless  I  had  believed 
to  see  the  goodness  of  the  Lord  in  the  land  of  the  liv- 
ing." This  is  the  Advent  word  for  us  in  these  troubled 
times.   "Wait  on  the  Lord:   Be  of  good  courage,  and  he 
shall  strengthen  thine  heart.  Wait,  I  say,  on  the 
Lord."   (Psalm  27:1*0 


FOOTNOTES : 

1.  "Last  Letters  from  Stalingrad." 

The  Hudson  Review.  Autumn  1961.   pp.  3^9-^50 

2.  Nicolas  Berdyaev.   Dream  and  Reality. 
MacMillan  Company  1951     PP«  57-58 


Heidelberg  Catechism. 

United  Church  Press   Heidelberg  I962 


PP.  32-33 


-  6  - 


Digitized  by  the  Internet  Archive 

in  2012  with  funding  from 

Princeton  Theological  Seminary  Library 


http://www.archive.org/details/sermongoodnessofOOcamp 


